Gelling medical knowledge: innovative pharmaceuticals, experience, and perceptions of efficacy.
As new pharmaceutical products to combat the acquisition of HIV are produced, their clinical efficacy is determined through large-scale clinical trials. Trial participants, however, also independently evaluate the effectiveness of these technologies. During a phase III microbicide clinical trial in Johannesburg, South Africa, female participants acknowledged that although the gel had not yet been clinically proven to be efficacious, they believed that it was capable of healing infections, cleansing the vagina, increasing fertility, and preventing HIV. These responses were informed by experiences of gel use coupled with ideas regarding the flow of bodily fluids and the removal of dirt for bodily cleanliness and the maintenance of health. Examining participant responses to the gel provides insight into the relationship between knowledge and experience when utilizing previously unfamiliar biotechnologies.